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ENCOURAGEMENT FOR WORK ON SMALL AQUATIC SYSTEMS 
Comment from Mark Everard 
(Dr M. Everard, Director of Science, the Natural Step UK, Thornbury House, 
18 High Street, Cheltenham, Gloucester GL50 1DZ, England.) 
I have just read the article "Rapid changes in the vegetation of a shallow pond 
in Epping Forest, related to recent droughts" by Jonathon Panter and Andrew 
May, in Freshwater Forum, Volume 8, and would not only like to thank the 
authors for their fascinating account, and to encourage them to continue with a 
longer-term study, but also to voice some thoughts about the trend towards 
research on smaller freshwater bodies. As I will outline later, we really do need 
to know a lot more about how small systems behave, and also to ensure that 
our research priorities address issues at a scale relevant to decision-makers and 
the interests of the wider public. 
In my opinion, most of us aquatic scientists basically just forgot to grow up! 
Certainly, the enthusiasm I have for the water environment - most latterly 
trying to get my head around what would constitute a sustainable water cycle -
is exactly the same as I had when snatching sticklebacks from a local farm 
pond at the age of two. Most of us seem to be at least broadly similar! It was 
something of a disappointment then that, when I progressed to undergraduate 
level, it appeared that "real limnology" only happened in huge systems remote 
in both character and geography from the more intimate waters that I knew and 
loved. 
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Although it would be untrue (not to mention heretical!) to suggest that we 
have nothing more to learn about large freshwater systems, it is also true that 
many of the core processes at play in "big systems" had been elucidated by the 
time Ruttner had written the second edition of his classic Fundamentals of 
Limnology (1952) and certainly by the time of Hutchinson's A Treatise on 
Limnology (1957). So why has the focus of freshwater research remained 
skewed so strongly towards large systems? 
Continuity with the existing body of science is an important reason for 
continuing to address ecological issues in the larger and better-studied systems, 
and research stations by their very nature tend to be based near large systems. 
"Big science" is sexier and more fund-worthy. However, I remain convinced 
that it is the complexity of smaller systems that has dissuaded research. The 
"environmental noise" in small, still waterbodies, and particularly the way in 
which minor geographical, microclimatic and hydrological variables can 
radically alter their ecological character, means that it is difficult to get good 
replicable data from them, compared to well-buffered large systems. In his 
excellent paper in the same edition of Freshwater Forum, Paul Garner reminds 
us that large rivers are defined as those big enough to intimidate scientists. The 
converse is true of still waters; it is the smaller waterbodies that intimidate us 
through their inherently greater complexity and lower predictability! 
The trend towards the study of smaller waterbodies over recent years - most 
significantly by the Pond Action group - is to my mind a positive step. It 
begins to address issues of complexity and chaos (now there's a rich vein of 
research for the braver ones amongst us!) unique to smaller waterbodies, but 
also relevant at habitat scale in larger systems. It also addresses issues at a 
scale more relevant to ecologists and planning staff involved in day-to-day 
decisions about agricultural and other land-development proposals, where 
ignorance about the value of - and processes affecting - smaller waterbodies, 
continues to play a major role in their systematic loss across the UK. Finally, it 
brings limnology down-to-earth since studies of small-scale systems are 
relevant to the waters from which most of us derived our first scientific 
inspirations, and which are the most familiar to the public at large. 
This last point about relevance to the "person on the street" is of great 
importance in making our branch of science accessible and relevant to the 
schoolroom, from which tomorrow's aquatic ecologists will emerge, and to the 
general public who fund most of our work. We should be ever-mindful that 
water will be one of the key global resource constraints in the future, and 
indeed already is so now in many parts of the world (including regions of the 
UK). Aquatic scientists therefore have a significant role to play in the greater 
thrust towards sustainable development. Our contribution is best effected by 
ensuring that our science is relevant, and is seen to be relevant, to the 
experiences of all those with a stake in realising a sustainable future. 
